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A TELL English course to meet the needs 
of a multilevel BA in ELT group: what was wrong?

María del Carmen Reyes Fierro1 and Natanael Delgado Alvarado2

Abstract. A Technology Enhanced Language Learning (TELL) course was designed 
to meet the needs of a multilevel first-semester group of students of the BA in 
English Language Teaching (ELT) taught at the School of Languages of the Juarez 
University of the State of Durango (ELE-UJED), Mexico. Amongst the relevant 
needs, students were to reach a CEFR B1.1 level of English (out of two CEFR 
B1 sub-levels), notwithstanding their very different overall skill level of English. 
They also had to be immersed in active, student-centred learning approaches in spite 
of the wide diversity of language teaching approaches used in their 5-7 previous 
curricular English courses, or possible additional study in Mexico or abroad. After 
the results of diagnostic tests and self-assessment checklists, teams were integrated 
according to similar levels of command. Empirical research carried out throughout 
the course and a post-study survey demonstrated that the integration of collaborative 
learning and technology-enhanced language learning, including computer-based 
assessment and video clip outcomes, were very useful elements for reaching the 
course goals. However, it was also found out that the designed checklists for self-
monitoring of progress were not used by students on a regular basis, even though the 
survey reported that only a quarter of them considered checklists as not useful/not 
very useful for raising awareness of their lacks, weaknesses, and strengths.
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1. Introduction

After the first cohort of graduates, a study was carried out to identify the real 
levels of English of selected groups. Among the most relevant findings from the 
application of the online Dialang exam, a complete heterogeneity of both overall 
average levels and each of the skills and language system components was found. 
To find out alternatives to this problem, a protocol for a PhD by research was 
designed: “how technology-enhanced learning could be designed for English 
courses taught to a BA in ELT multilevel group in a Mexican university” (Reyes 
Fierro, in progress). 

After the international policies for higher education related to innovation 
in the knowledge society through the use of information and communication 
technologies, our 21st century students use technology for almost every aspect 
of their lives. Therefore, any innovation in language teaching (as promotion of 
learning) must fall into the TELL arena. Accordingly, this research is aimed at 
finding out a TELL design pattern for solving out the complex problem of poor 
learner development into a bilingual communicator, as a result of studying only 
under standardised contents higher or lower than the students’ possibilities or 
achievement potential.

The TELL course under design is underpinned by current language learning 
approaches and curriculum-syllabus-course literature acknowledged as a domain 
for discussing “the concerns of language teaching” (White, 1988, p. 21). In the 
general technology enhanced learning, also identified as e-learning or educational 
technology, there is a current trend equivalent to the language course design: 
“Learning Design” (LD), defined by Conole (2013) as “a methodology for enabling 
teachers/designers to make more informed decisions in how they go about designing 
learning activities and interventions, which is pedagogically informed and makes 
effective use of appropriate resources and technologies” (Kindle location: 724-
726). Thus, the richness of LD could be an excellent source of knowledge and 
technological advances transferable to the TELL arena.

The current design is intended to meet the requirements of the Competence-Based 
Approach (CBA) under which the ELE-UJED and the whole university must 
redesign their curricula for all careers. In ELT, the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (CEFR) offers a well-organised range of competences 
in terms of can-do descriptors and theoretical background for designing language 
courses. In addition to the CBA, Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT), the 
Lexical Approach, and Cooperative Language Learning, considered under the 
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umbrella of Communicative Language Teaching, are taken into account by the 
study.

2. Method

The first part of the study starts with an empirical research on the implementation of 
a course under the task-based teaching with technology approach, with a group of 
28 first-semester students attending the English Language Development I course. 
A diagnosis of level of English, overall and per strand, was carried out, along with 
an oral exam and self-assessment of technological skills. After the results were 
obtained, five teacher assistants were identified on the basis of their above-average 
level of English. Teams were integrated with learners with similar levels under an 
assistant-teacher as the leader. A C1-level student was in charge of coordinating 
the team of assistant-teachers. At the end, it was found out that there were only two 
dropouts for reasons not related to achievement, as opposed to the usual average 
of six. 

Apart from the teacher’s records and results of assessment and evaluation, a survey 
was carried out to identify the learners’ perceptions of the course. 

3. Discussion

In the survey, learners acknowledged most of the benefits of the course, such as the 
usefulness of Dialang, Moodle, computer driven assessments, the use of Internet 
resources, peer and team collaborative learning, and individual development of 
generic competences selected for the course. These include knowledge and use of 
digital technologies, self-responsibility for own learning (both rated the highest), 
peer assessing classmates’ work and performance, and self-assessing of own work 
and performance (both rated as the lowest). 

Three main results within the survey and the teacher’s record are worth mentioning. 
From the learners’ perceptions in the survey, which were wrong, the most relevant 
were: (1) an overuse of the computer and/or platform; (2) having too much 
independent work which “stressed them and distracted them from learning”; and 
(3) it was found out, as reported in the teacher’s records, that most of the learners 
did not use the checklists on a regular basis. 

As these results show, learners are not used to reflect on their/others’ learning 
and appear not to be aware of their learning gains nor the process they need to 
go through in order to reach them. Accordingly, main changes must be made to 
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systematically incorporate self-regulated learning strategies and a whole redesign 
to prevent students’ dependence on assistant-teachers, carrying out only activities 
prescribed in tasks.

4. Discussion and conclusions

Since the second stage of the research is the re-design of model and abstraction 
of pattern after which another course will be designed as a means of piloting, the 
following changes are proposed on the basis of the problems identified in the first 
design and implementation.

Concerning the lack of awareness of learners’ learning gains and the learning 
process itself, it is proposed a systematic incorporation of self-regulated learning 
strategies, cognitive, metacognitive and resource-based, by means of the learning 
ePortfolio fostering self-regulated learning in three cyclical phases: Forethought, 
Performance, and Self-Reflection (Zimmerman, 2000). In the forethought phase, 
when learners set their own goals and design their own plans, they will be offered 
the opportunity of selecting and adapting critical thinking along with metacognitive 
and resource-oriented strategies (including exchange with other learners and help 
seeking). Then, in the performance phase, learners implement their plans in a first 
attempt to complete the task and publish it as a draft. Finally, in the self-reflection 
phase, learners reflect on feedback and improve their drafts in order to produce and 
publish a final version of the task in question.

Figure 1. The final, medium, or initial position of the outcomes determines the 
type of design as forward, central, or backward (based on Richards & 
Rodgers, 2014, p. 365)
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From Richards and Rodgers’s (2014) classification of curriculum into forward, 
central and backward, based on the relationship among its elements and “the process 
by which they are arrived at” (p. 363), the proposed course can be designed as a 
backward one, that is, it will start with the outcome instead of the input (Figure 1). 
In doing so, learners first reflect on their previous knowledge and skills and design 
outcomes accordingly.

Instead of the TELL with technology tasks, a task-like project blended-learning 
course will be considered with the tasks designed by learners in teams of learners 
from the different learning levels resulting from the diagnostic exams. Four cycles 
instead of three will integrate the design: the Planning Cycle, exemplified in 
Figure 2, to develop a sense of learning, and the Pre-task, Task, and Post-task 
cycles, also designed by learners.

There will be two different groups of six tasks each: the core tasks aimed at 
developing the competences of the B1.1 course and complementary tasks to be 
carried out by teams or pairs with similar interests and/or needs in connection with 
can-does (CEFR descriptors of foreign language performance) they lack and need 
to study, can-does at upper levels, special learning interests such as songs, movies, 
conversations, etc. Both types of tasks will be developed in 16-hour classes and 
16-hour independent study, as stated by the course (Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Domains of language use that the learners need to acquire (Reyes Fierro, 
in progress)
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